In the light of the new Coalition Government's proposed 'rescaling' of sub-national governance away from the regional level, it is an opportune time to re-consider the strength and weaknesses of the city or sub regional approach to economic development and to search, once more, for the 'missing middle' in English Governance. In this context, the article initially assesses the case for city or sub regions as tiers of economic governance, before examining the lessons to be learnt from the experiences of the existing city regions in the North East of England. It argues that while contemporary plans to develop Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) can be usefully assessed against a backdrop of the emerging city regional developments under the previous Labour Governments, a number of important challenges remain, particularly in relation to ensuring accountable structures of governance, a range of appropriate functions, adequate funding, and comprehensive coverage across a variety of sub-regional contexts. While the proposals of the new Government create the necessary 'space' to develop sub regional bodies and offer genuine opportunities for both city and county LEPs, the scale of the sub-regional challenge should not be underestimated, particularly given the context of economic recession and major reductions in the public sector.
Introduction
Given the pronouncements of the new Conservative/Liberal coalition government, it
seems that yet another attempt will be made to tackle the perennial problem of how best to configure territorial approaches to economic development in England (New Start, 2010) . In retrospect, such a re-think always seemed likely once New Labour's regional agenda was derailed by the 'No' vote in the 2004 referendum on a directlyelected regional assembly for the North East of England. Given this, and the '…absence of a constitutional master plan, the outcome has been a set of reactionary and incremental adjustments that lack strategic direction, buy-in and focus' (Ayres and Stafford, 2009, p 619) . Indeed, the 'mish-mash' of sub-national initiatives after 1997, including Regional Development Agencies, Regional Assemblies, The Northern Way, Local Authority Leader Boards, Multi-Area Agreements, and Economic Prosperity Boards, can be viewed as symptomatic of 'New Labour's chaotic top-down approach to decentralisation' (Stoker, 2005, p 158) .
One other initiative that emerged as part of Labour's fluctuating approach to subnational economic development is that of city regions. Such a focus aimed to ensure that since 'functional' economic areas cut across the existing administrative boundaries of city councils (and their adjoining suburban or rural local authorities), new collaborative institutional arrangements were needed at the city or sub-regional level. While Derek Senior enthused over the benefits of this level of governance as far back as the 1960s, (Senior 1965) , the recent revival of interest in city regions has been gradual, low-key and associated with a number of perspectives. Thus, the city regional model has been widely debated by different Government Departments (ODPM, 2006a; HM Treasury, 2006) , considered by a range of parliamentary committees, representative bodies, and think-tanks (LGA, 2006; Centre for Cities, 2006; IPPR, 2006; HoC, 2007; NLGN, 2009 ) and created considerable interest within the academic community (Parr, 2005; Harrison, 2007; Rodriquez-Pose, 2008; Neuman and Hull, 2009; ) . Following the May 2010 General Election, the new Coalition Government has also announced plans to encourage the creation of city or sub-regional Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs), abolish RDAs and their Local Authority Leader Boards, and to dismantle the existing tier of regional planning, (BIS/CLG, 2010) .
Given this latest proposed 'rescaling' of sub-national governance, it is an opportune time to re-consider the strength and weaknesses of the city or sub regional approach to economic development and to search, once more, for what was termed, over a decade ago, the 'missing middle' in English Governance (NLGN, 2000) . In doing so, this article initially examines the case for city or sub regions as tiers of economic governance, before examining the lessons to be learnt from the experiences of the existing city regions, particularly in the context of the Coalition Government's 'postregionalist' approaches to sub-national governance. It argues that while contemporary plans to develop LEPs can draw upon some of the previous approaches to city regional development, a number of important challenges remain, particularly in relation to ensuring accountable structures of governance, a range of appropriate functions, adequate funding, and comprehensive coverage across a variety of sub-regional contexts. In examining these questions, the article draws upon original material from research on the development of two city regions in the North East of England, Tyne and Wear and Tees Valley.
The Evolution of City Regions under New Labour
Recent interest in city regions partly reflects the level of criticism aimed at the role of regional level structures, including the failure to meet central government targets for reducing regional inequalities (Burch et al 2008) , the absence of strategic leadership (Pierce and Ayres, 2007) , and their lack of accountability and transparency (Robinson and Shaw, 2005) . The focus on city regions also reflected the growing body of national and international academic research which highlighted their importance as 'locomotives' of the national economies within which they are situated' (Scott and Storper, 2003, p. 581) , and as the ideal 'scale' for policy interventions (Rodriguez-Pose, 2009, p 50) . International support for developing city regions in England is also found in the OECD's territorial review of Newcastle, which argued that 'The weak and fragmented governance structure in the North East suggests that consolidating governance functions of local authorities and strengthening governance capacity at the city region level may be a good option ' (OECD, 2006, p 12) .
In England, the contemporary case for city-regions was first advocated in Alan Harding's report for the New Local Government Network in 2000. In considering whether there was a 'missing middle' in English Governance, he argued thatdespite the setting up of RDAs -the Government should consider whether city regions with new governance arrangements provide a more effective level for coordinating and delivering economic development (NLGN, 2000) .
In relation to the Labour Government's devolution agenda, the focus on city regions slowly emerged to fill the gap in policy left after the public rejection of the directlyelected regional assembly option in the North East in 2004 (Shaw and Robinson, 2007) . Since that date, ideas on city regions have been contained within a disparate range of initiatives:
 The Core Cities Group: Eight of the largest cities outside London (including Birmingham, Leeds, Manchester, Newcastle and Sheffield) joined together to develop a joint approach to promoting their economic performance. The emphasis was on increasing regional prosperity, narrowing the gap between the English regions and supporting the cities to fulfil their potential as 'engines of economic growth (Core Cities Group, 2002) .
 The Northern Way: While this pan-regional approach was initially seen as a response to the criticisms that the Government's Sustainable Communities Plan had ignored problems in the North, the rejection of elected regional assemblies in 2004 also served to shift the spatial focus of the Northern Way more firmly towards promoting city-regions. The outcome of a series of ministerial summits in 2005 and 2006 were new City Regional Development Plans which set out collaborative local authority policies for the Northern Way areas -covering economic development, transport and planning -and provided some preliminary thoughts on a suitable framework for city regional governance (see for example, TWCR, 2006).
 Government Departments:
The report, A Framework for City Regions, (ODPM, 2006a) , accepted that devolution of power to a more coordinated city regional level was a necessary condition for ensuring the enhancement of economic performance.
In the same year, the Treasury-led review The Importance of Cities to Regional Growth (HM Treasury et al., 2006) , also highlighted the 'desire in government to respond to the city region agenda and introduce structures that would allow localities to operate at multiple spatial scales, dictated by functional and evidence based rationales for action' (Ayres and Stafford, 2009, p 613) .
 The Sub-National Review: the 2007 Sub-National Review (SNR) of Economic Development and Regeneration, advocated the further development of collaborative working within 'functional urban economic areas', concluding that, 'sub regions are in many respects the key spatial level around which growth is concentrated... increasing the extent to which economic development is managed at the sub regional level is therefore an important means of improving economic outcomes including most deprived areas' (HM Treasury et al, 2007; para 6.63 ).
 Multi-Area Agreements: Following the SNR, the Government promoted Multi-Area Agreements (MAAs) as public agreements through which groups of councils and partner agencies covering a functional economic area, pledged to boost economic growth, and tackle deprivation and financial inequalities. In return, the Government committed itself to take action to 'allow greater freedoms and flexibilities to partnerships and reduce barriers to delivering better outcomes ' (CLG, 2009 While the 2004 'No' vote acted as a catalyst for the city region agenda, there were also more tangible economic, administrative and political advantages of the cityregion agenda for policy-makers.
For one observer, city regions 'fit closely with the focus on indigenous economic development and innovation at the sub-national level, and offer the opportunity of capturing the economic benefits of agglomeration through coordinated planning of transport and housing' (Turok, 2008, p 153 (Cheshire and Magrini, 2005) .
The sub-regional framework could also allow for the more effective administrative Centre for Cities has recently summed up the case for city regions by arguing that 'Regions don't make a lot of economic sense, they often capture multiple economies. By comparison, city regions cover the functional economy of a place -the area in which people commute to, shop and move house, and where businesses connect with each other…city regions are more attuned to the preferences of their residents…and more democratically accountable. Their leadership is drawn from the council leaders of the local authorities involved and in the future they may be led by a directly-elected executive' (Larkin, 2010, p 3) .
Despite the acknowledged benefits of this tier of economic governance, the implementation of city regional model under New Labour has not been without its problems. was still 'piecemeal and slow on delivery', and depended 'on a high degree of consensus and cooperative working at the sub-national level, which, given the localism of English local government, would in many instances be difficult to achieve' (Burch, et al 2008, p 35) . There was also the problem that new city-regional institutions, frameworks and supports were added to an already congested institutional landscape, and resulted in what Harrison has referred to as 'England's scalar messiness ' (2009, p 13) . Thus, the Sub-National Review allowed RDAs to maintain their existing powers at the same time as continuing to encourage subregional initiatives. This outcome led the Centre for Cities to argue that the regional tier was a 'barrier' to their desired outcome, the emergence of stronger City Regions (Larkin, 2010) .
Thirdly, others have argued that the absence of a clearly articulated and coherent government policy towards city regions should not disguise the strength of the national imperative. If city regions do have some flexibility to respond to their particular sub-regional economic challenges, it is very much within the context of a national approach that enshrines the dominance of a 'growth-orientated national economic policy over redistributive spatial policy' (Pike and Tomaney, 2009, p 17) .
From this perspective, the Sub-National Review has been viewed as a 'top-down variations -while keeping this beyond the control of elected local authorities' (Goodchild and Hickman, 2006, p133) .
Finally, while the inclusion or exclusion of particular city regions within nationallysponsored programmes brings a degree of legitimacy to those supported, those that were not part of the national city regional programme can 'become isolated and miss out on the potential benefits of state-assisted city regional development' (Harrison, 2008, p 63) . Such differential status within English city regions can be seen in the selection of only Greater Manchester and Leeds as 'statutory city regions' in 2009. In taking this decision, the Government turned down bids from other well developed city regions, such as Tees Valley, which suggests that the decision had less to do with the quality of the governance arrangements and more to do with the economic growth potential of the areas selected: a concern that would be particularly emphasised by the Treasury. The use of the term 'city' region also carries with it an assumption that it is the interests of the larger cities that are paramount. As one review notes, 'While the SNR refers to MAAs, there is perhaps an underlying assumption or acceptance in Whitehall that this really means "city regions", dressed up in a more palatable label for rural areas' (Ayres and Stafford, 2009, p 614) .
The Post-Regionalist Era?
Given their level of hostility to regionalism, and RDAs, it was always likely that In considering the changed political context for sub-national governance following the May 2010 General Election, it can be argued that there is now a genuine opportunity to develop a more coherent and effective tier of sub-regional economic governance than hitherto. Several relevant factors can be identified.
Firstly, one of the major barriers to the development of the sub-regional tier under
Labour was the continuing presence of RDAs. As the Centre for Cities point out,
'The failure of the Sub-National review to get RDAs to devolve real powers to City Regions indicates that there just isn't space for City Regions to reach their potential while RDAs remain in their current form' (Larkin, 2010, p 2) .
Given that the new Government proposes to abolish RDAs, dismantle regional planning structures, and return responsibilities to local authorities (BIS/CLG, 2010), it can be argued that this at least provides for a much less congested landscape on which to clearly establish the sub-regional level as a more influential and effective tier of economic governance. It also provides a possible opportunity to rationalise the plethora of local economic development initiatives within the framework of a Local Enterprise Partnership.
Secondly, it is also important to highlight that promoting the city regional agenda was  Localis, the Conservative-leaning think-tank has also argued in favour of the city regional approach. Their recent report supported the granting of statutory powers to new city regions structures in relation to economic development, transport and skills and raised the possibility of elected mayors for city regions. There was also a clear recognition that while the Conservatives had been opposed to elected metropolitan governance in the past (the Thatcher Government abolished both the Greater London Council and the Metropolitan Counties in 1986), more recently, 'they have been broadly positive about the need for a more strategic form of cross-border governance of cities' (Localis, 2009, p 15) .
 Conservative-controlled Kent County Council produced their own discussion paper on Local Government reform in January 2010 (Kent County Council, 2010) . In proposing the abolition of regional quangos, the paper argued strongly for the devolution of their economic development and planning powers to the 'family' of local government in 46 sub-national areas 'based around city regions and historic county/shire boundaries'. The strength of this proposal is that 'unlike abstract regional boundaries, it provides flexibility for sub-regions to coalesce and form their own joint venture arrangements around strategic level issues' (Kent County Council, 2010, p 6). has taken over a decade to achieve a sufficiently 'mature and robust enough partnership' to survive changes in political control of the member authorities and to appreciate that that they can achieve more together than apart, (including greater recognition from the centre), and that such gains are worth the sacrifice of a Considering the relevance of the previous experiences of city region structures in the North East to the emerging sub-regional agenda, is a useful reminder that 'place does matter', and that the introduction of Local Enterprise Partnerships will clearly impact in different ways in different localities. In Tyne and Wear, the legacy of Newcastle's involvement in the Core Cities Group, and the absence of a recent history of joint working, has shaped both a narrow economic focus, and a traditional approach to governance in which the local authorities firmly remain as the key powerbrokers. A relative absence of joint working and a number of local rivalries characterises the sub-region. As one interviewee observed, 'Tyne and Wear need to get their act together. They argue about everything and only speak collectively when they feel Tees Valley are getting more. Some of the officers get the big picture; it's the politicians and their different parties that are the problem'.
There was a general view (from the outside) that the 'political infighting and rivalry' in Tyne and Wear looked set to continue, as a consequence of which it appeared unlikely that the City Region will be able to achieve a sufficient commitment from its partners to pursue its strategy on a consensual basis. Until a robust governance structure is in operation and the individual authorities start to make some genuine sacrifices for the common good, Tyne and Wear will struggle to articulate and pursue a clear vision for the city region and may fail to capitalise on strategic investment opportunities that arise.
In contrast, the collaborative history of Tees Valley -and the development of a wider development agenda via the Northern Way framework -has produced a more balanced and inclusive approach to governance. For one regeneration manager in the North East, Tees Valley are a 'coalition of the willing', able to speak with one clear voice to the region and central government, to 'articulate its needs and achieve the best outcomes for the city region as a whole'. The non-local authority partners have 'bought-in' to the concept and recognise that they may have to make some individual sacrifices for the greater good. As the interviews were being conducted, Tees Valley was currently undergoing a tactical realignment of its strategy in response to being rejected as a statutory city region in late 2009 (only Manchester and Leeds were successful). For one Tees Valley observer, 'the speed and relative ease with which this is being achieved is testament to the integrity of the partnership and its governance model'. Evidence also perhaps, that overcoming partisan loyalties, developing a local commitment to partnership working and recognising mutual interests was more influential in shaping the response in Tees Valley than the (often incoherent) promptings of central government.
Conclusion: The Challenge of Sub-Regional Governance
In June 2010, the Coalition Government duly announced its plans to promote a new 'post-regionalist' approach to sub-national governance, which, on the surface at least, held out the opportunity to remedy a number of the limitations of previous approaches to promoting city regions. Proposals to scrap RDAs, dismantle regional planning responsibilities, and to create Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs) that reflected the 'natural economic geography of the areas they serve', were all outlined in a letter to local authority and business leaders signed by both the Business Secretary Vince Cable, and Communities Secretary, Eric Pickles (BIS/CLG, 2010). A White Paper on 'Sub-National Growth' was also promised for later in the summer of 2010, while it was also confirmed that the Government Offices in the English regions were to be abolished alongside the Government Office for London (CLG, 2010b) .
In the 'Cable/Pickles' letter, the Government recognised that certain former RDA functions, such as inward investment, sector leadership, responsibility for business support, innovation and access to finance, would be best undertaken nationally, and encouraged local councils and businesses to come forward with proposals to set up LEPs to perform other duties. These new partnerships would create the right environment for business and growth by focussing on a wide range of areas including, 'planning and housing, transport, employment and enterprise (including low carbon approaches), small business start-ups and, in some areas, tourism'
(BIS/CLG, 2010).
The reference to a LEP role in planning is important. For the advocates of subregions, the development of such a planning role at this level would be able to avoid what one review has termed the 'excessive localism' of individual local councils (Larkin, 2010, p 6) , and provide opportunities for a statutory sub-regional plan that could also be linked to the production of Local Economic Assessments at this level of governance. However, others are more cautious. The negative impact on key development proposals caused by the period of uncertainty following the scrapping of regional plans, has led to calls for effective transitional arrangements to be quickly put in place (Public Property UK, 2010) . While for the RTPI, there is a 'real danger in hastily abolishing regional planning' and a continuing need to have a 'level of strategic planning between local councils and national government to ensure proper co-ordination across council boundaries' (Skippers, 2010) .
The June 2010 letter also outlined the Government's view that LEPs should have an equal number of local authority and business board members and be chaired by a 'prominent' business leader. There was also mention of an elected mayor chairing the partnership, if it is the 'clear wish' of council and business leaders'. This is not a proposal for a directly elected city or sub regional mayor, merely that if one of the constituent councils has a local mayor, he or she could 'step up' to the LEP level.
However, this still offers a more focussed and accountable form of leadership, and may be viewed as a way to attract a wider range of candidates to stand as local mayors when the Government pushes forward with its plans for 12 elected mayors in England's largest cities. The Government also highlighted that LEP proposals would not only be welcome from economically vulnerable areas, but from 'any part of England'. This moves the debate away from a focus on a small group of 'core' city regions towards a range of sub-regional partnerships in a variety of economic and spatial settings (Kent County Council, 2010) .
This article has suggested that the 'post-regionalist' agenda under the Coalition Government can be usefully assessed against a backdrop of the emerging city regional developments under the previous Labour Governments. In the North East, the initial support from both local politicians and businesses for keeping the RDA has gradually 'dwindled away' (The Journal, 2010a) , in the face of the Government's strong preference to remove the regional tier, and particularly in relation to Tees
Valley's stated intention to 'go it alone' as a LEP (The Journal, 2010b smaller area than the agencies, with partnerships being configured around two counties, or one county council and its district authorities, or even larger free standing towns and their economic hinterland. Whatever the precise approach adopted however, it can be argued that the creation of LEPs should be less concerned with grappling with the intricacies of defining a 'natural' economic area, and more focussed on building upon previous experiences of collaborative and cooperative working at the sub-regional level.
These are still early days. A number of areas still require further clarification and attention if the new Government's proposals for the sub-regional level are to really make a difference:
 The transitional process from RDAs to LEPs needs to be clearly outlined, responsibilities agreed, and a realistic hand-over date set. Given the scale of the economic challenge likely to face LEPs, estimates of at least a two-year lead-in time are worrying, as are some predictions of the need for a residual body to manage the transition from a range of RDA funding regimes (including EU monies), contracts and land holdings (Regeneration and Renewal, 2010b) .
 It is also important that LEPs have the ability and resources to promote local economic growth. While the initial list of LEP responsibilities looks impressive (covering planning, housing, economic development, transport etc), the extent of their actual powers in relation to other bodies (with related responsibilities) remains to be agreed. This is particularly important in areas such as business support, innovation and inward investment, where the government's initial plans for centralisation of the former RDA responsibilities runs the risk of undermining any locally-determined approaches.
 Given the economic climate, the issue of the funding of LEPs is also problematic. Resources will clearly be limited, and highly unlikely to match the amount previously available to RDAs. At present, LEPs have not been guaranteed any funding of their own. Some monies will be available via the £1bn Regional Growth Fund (RGF), with the consultation document on the RGF highlighting how LEPs will have a lead role in coordinating bids from their areas. However, bidding for resources is not confined to LEPs, with other private companies and public-private partnerships also encouraged to submit separate bids. There is also likely to be tensions when the Independent Assessment Panel comes to decide the balance (financial, sectoral, and spatial) between bids that aim to encourage private sector economic growth and those that aim to meet the fund's other criteria, namely '…supporting areas and communities that are currently more dependent on the public sector to make the transition to sustainable private sector led growth' (BIS/CLG/HMT, 2010, p 8).
 Not all local councils will find it easy to be part of a LEP, and there are dangers that the eventual coverage of the initiative will exclude some smaller district councils (in the remaining two-tier county areas) or even some county councils, caught in a 'catch-22' situation where they are too small to constitute a LEP but end up being excluded from the more narrowly focused LEP created by their neighbouring urban councils. This links to the wider issue of how the government sees its role in promoting growth in all regions. As the Work Foundation argues of the urban context, this will involve ensuring that weak cities do not have weak LEPs, 'There is a danger that business-led LEPs provide the worst services in exactly those cities which need them most, whereas cities with strong economies and private sectors create strong bodies. This may be exacerbated by competitive bidding for the Regional Growth Fund, if weaker LEPs are unable to put in bids which are as strong as LEPs in more successful areas'. (The Work Foundation, 2010, p 6).
To conclude: there are now real opportunities to develop the sub regional level in
England by removing a regional tier that has, arguably, outlived its usefulness. The new Coalition Government has created the necessary 'space' to develop sub regional bodies that have a direct link with democratic politics, enhance the role of business stakeholders, and provide for a range of interventions that offer genuine opportunities for both city and county LEPs. However, the scale of the challenge in (finally) locating the 'missing middle' after all these years, should not be underestimated. We have been here before. Indeed, we have been here many times, and it is right to remain cautious about finding a territorial 'fix' for sub-national economic development, particularly in the context of sub-regions now having to cope with both economic recession and major reductions in the public sector. As Alan
Harding, the author of the original NLGN report in 2000, has realistically pointed out, '..there is a world of difference between encouraging the patchwork quilt of coalitions of varying seriousness and capacity that have emerged for the purposes of initiatives like MAAs, and organising an orderly transition to a comprehensive and effective tier of sub-regions and city regions' (Harding, 2010, p 8) . 
